THE   BURNING   SECRET

He was now sent off to bed, but he felt no resentment,
neither did he mind being left alone once more. His
head buzzed with thoughts. All the suffering of the last
few days was swallowed up in the freshness and delight
of this first real experience, and he looked forward un-
dauntedly to further encounters with reality. The trees
without soughed and swayed in the wind, but he was not
saddened by the noise. Life was rich and manifold; he
had seen it naked before him, bereft of lies and subter-
fuges, full of a perilous beauty. Hatred for persons or
things seemed to him now a childish stupidity and mis-
apprehension. Even the baron, his enemy, shared in
the boy's exuberant gratitude, because it had been
through this false friend that the door into a wonderland
of the emotions had been opened.

He lay in the dark, contented, proud, and happy.
Sleep had almost enfolded him, when he became aware
of someone moving softly in the room and of a hand
gently stroking his hair. Tears dropped on to his cheeks
.. . and, without a word, his mother kissed him fondly.
Not until many years later did Edgar understand the
full meaning of these tears and kisses. They were a vow
that henceforward Mummy would devote all her ener-
gies, all her love to him; that there would be no more
adventures in her life; that she had said farewell to
the pleasures of the flesh. She was grateful to her child
for saving her from a futile and unworthy liaison; and,
in a bitter-sweet compunction, she pledged herself to
her boy's service. Though Edgar could not, child that
he still was, grasp the significance of all this at the time,
he nevertheless felt that it was glorious to be loved so
much, and he surmised that in some incomprehensible
manner such love was inextricably interwoven with
the major secret of life.

After she had withdrawn and closed the door behind
her, Edgar felt her presence and the warm glow of her
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